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How crisis managers  define  ethical 
 crisis communication practice in 
 Singapore: identifying  organizational 
factors that influence the adoption of 
ethical stances
AUGUSTINE PANG, YAN JIN AND BENJAMIN MENG-KENG HO
This study explores the veracity of the six ethical variables proposed in the contingency theory of 
strategic conflict management – the role of PR practitioner, the role of top management, nature of 
the crisis, the activism of stakeholders; government regulation/intervention; diversity to different 
cultures and exposure external business environments. In-depth interviews with 10 communication 
professionals in Singapore were conducted. In line with the patriarchal management structure, 
the top management plays a critical role in determining ethical stances, with practitioners playing 
important consultative positions. Also, the role of the relevant government almost predisposes the 
organization toward certain ethical stances. The study supported the rigor of the ethical variables 
posited in Asian organizations and affirmed the role of practitioners as “moral conscience” of the 
organization. Insights provide guidance to practitioners on ethical elocution during times of crisis.
Keywords:  ethics, crisis communication, contingency theory of strategic conflict management, 
 Singapore
Introduction
The contingency theory of strategic conflict management (Pang, Jin, & Cameron, 2010a, 2010b) is an established theoretical 
framework widely used in crisis management 
research, which discusses how organizations react in 
a crisis. It argues that strategic crisis communication 
can be represented by an organization’s enactment 
of stance on a continuum, which ranges from 
advocacy on one end to accommodation on the other. 
Advocacy refers to arguing exclusively for one’s own 
case, and accommodation refers to entirely giving 
in to the other. An organization’s stance in crisis 
communication usually lies somewhere along this 
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continuum “at a given time regarding a given public” 
(Cameron, Pang, & Jin, 2008, p. 136). The contingency 
theory uses a matrix of 87 factors that could determine 
an organization’s stance, and crisis scholars have 
further organized these factors into three variable 
sets. Predisposing factors influence the organization’s 
stance on the continuum before it interacts with 
its publics (Cancel, Mitrook, & Cameron, 1999). 
Situational factors influence the organization’s 
position on the continuum during interaction with 
its publics (Cancel et al., 1999).  Lastly, proscriptive 
factors prohibit certain organization stance on the 
continuum (Cameron, Cropp, & Reber, 2001).
Despite developments to the contingency theo-
ry over the years, a prevailing question remains: How 
can the theory inform organizations on ethical com-
munication with its publics, especially during crisis? 
Yarbrough, Cameron, Sallot, and McWilliams (1998) 
argued for the importance to explicate and elaborate 
“the efficacy and ethical implications” (p. 41) of the 
adoption of a given stance in practice. The only guid-
ance from the contingency theory, with regards to the 
ethical dimension, is through its proscriptive varia-
bles, which prohibit either all forms of communica-
tion or more accommodative communication when 
the issue violates the individual’s moral conviction or 
the organization’s fundamental principles.
Pang, Jin and Cameron (2010c) proposed a set 
of ethical variables, grounded in corporate social 
responsibility and conflict communication literature. 
Ethical variable influence the organization’s stance 
before it communicates with its publics. Insights from 
CSR literature could provide the initial roadmap on 
what constitutes ethical communication and how 
it influences decisions on an organization’s crisis 
stance. According to CSR literature, ethical behavior 
is seen as one manifestation of being responsible 
(Joyner & Payne, 2002). Crandall, Parnell, and Spillan 
(2010) argued that CSR was closely related to ethical 
management of crises. Fisher-Yoshida and Wasserman 
(2006) argued that individual, organizational, and 
contextual factors can all influence what constitutes 
ethical communication during a crisis.
Pang et al. (2010c) identified six factors, which 
include the role of public relations practitioners; the 
role of top management; exposure of organizational 
business and exposure to diversity of cultures; gov-
ernment influence and intervention; nature of crisis; 
and activism of the public. Accordingly, these ethical 
variables unearthed may influence the organization’s 
adoption of an ethical stance toward a given public at 
a given time from pure advocacy to pure accommoda-
tion (Pang et al., 2010c).
This study explores these theoretically identified 
ethical factors, from the point of view of public rela-
tions practitioners in Singapore, whose insights based 
can shed light on: (1) what might constitute ethical 
communication during crisis; (2) the role of public 
relations practitioner in guiding/directing the organi-
zation towards considering ethics when communicat-
ing with publics during crisis, and (3) the influences 
of public relations practitioner and the impact of the 
six ethical factors on determining the organization’s 
stance.
Literature review
The contingency theory of strategic conflict 
management
The contingency theory of strategic conflict man-
agement began as an elaboration, qualification, and 
extension of the value of symmetry propounded in 
Grunig and Grunig’s (1992) and Grunig and Hunt’s 
(1984) excellence theory, which much of the literature 
on effective strategic communication had been built 
on. Four models of excellence have been posited:
•  Press Agency/Publicity model: The organization is 
only interested in making its ethos and products 
known, even at the expense of half-truths;
•  Public Information model: Predominantly charac-
terized by one-way transfer of information from the 
organization to the publics, the aim is to provide 
information in a journalistic form;
•  Two-way asymmetric model: Instead of a rigid 
transference of information, the organization uses 
surveys and polls to persuade the public to accept 
its point of view;
•  Two-way symmetric model: The organization is 
more amenable to developing a dialogue with the 
public. Communication flows both ways between 
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the organization and the public and both sides are 
prepared to change their stances, with the aims of 
resolving the crisis in a professional, ethical and 
effective way.
The two-way symmetrical model positioned as 
normative theory suggests the way organizations 
should always practice strategic communication 
to be regarded as ethical and effective (Grunig & 
Grunig, 1992). The contingency theory, proposed 
an alternative perspective. Cancel, Cameron, 
Sallot, and Mitrook (1997) argued that strategic 
communication would be more accurately portrayed 
along a continuum because strategic communication, 
particularly conflict management, was so complex 
and subtle. Therefore, understanding conflict 
management and crisis communication from the four 
models of the excellence theory, particularly the two-
way symmetrical model, would be far too limiting and 
rigid (Cameron et al., 2001, p. 245).
According to the contingency theory, 
the organizational response to the strategic 
communication would be, “It Depends”. The theory 
offered a matrix of 87 factors (see Appendix 1), 
arranged thematically which organizations could use 
to determine their organizational stance. Between an 
advocacy stance, and an accommodative stance lie a 
wide range of operational stances reflecting “different 
degrees of  advocacy and accommodation.” (Cancel 
et al., 1997, p. 37). The theory argued that any of 
the 87 factors, culled from strategic communication 
literature, excellence theory, observations, and 
grounded theory, could affect the location of an 
organization on that continuum “at a given time 
regarding a given public” (Cancel et al., 1999 p. 172; 
Yarbrough et al., 1998, p. 40) which in turn influenced 
the organization’s strategic communication strategies.
Pure Advocacy —————————————- 
Pure Accommodation
The contingency theory sought to understand 
the dynamics, within and without the organization 
that could affect an organization’s stance. By under-
standing these dynamics, it elaborated and specified 
the conditions, factors, and forces that under-girded 
such a stance.
Identifying factors that influence adoption of 
stance
Predisposing variables are those that influenced the 
organization’s position on the continuum before it 
interacts with a public; and situational variables are 
those that influenced the organization’s position on 
the continuum during interaction with its publics. 
Among the 87 variables, practitioners argued that 
some were featured more prominently than the others. 
Some of the well-supported predisposing factors 
Cancel et al. (1999) found included: (1) The size of 
the organization; (2) Corporate culture; (3) Business 
exposure; (4) Public relations access to dominant 
coalition; (5) Dominant coalition enlightenment; 
(6) Individual characteristics of key individuals, like 
the CEO. Situational variables influence how an 
organization relates to the public by effecting shifts 
from a predisposed accommodative or adversarial 
stance along the continuum during an interaction. 
Some of the supported situational factors included: 
(1) Urgency of the situation; (2) Characteristics of 
the other public; (3) Potential or obvious threats; (4) 
Potential costs or benefit for the organization from 
choosing the various stances (Cancel et al., 1999).
The classification of these factors was not an 
attempt to order the importance of one over the other 
in a given situation but to understand the nature of 
such effects in practice. The situational variables could 
determine the eventual degree of accommodation 
an organization takes by “effecting shifts from a 
predisposed accommodative or adversarial stance 
along the continuum during an interaction with the 
external public” (Yarbrough et al., 1998, p. 43). At 
the same time, an organization may not move from 
its predisposed stance if the situational variables are 
not compelling nor powerful enough to influence the 
position or if the opportunity costs of the situational 
variables do not lead to any visible benefits (Cameron 
et al., 2001). Consequently, both predisposing and 
situational factors could move the organization 
toward increased accommodation or advocacy. 
Therefore, understanding where the organization 
situates on the continuum involved the “weighing of 
many factors found in the theory” (Yarbrough et al., 
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Role of public relations practitioners
According to both CSR and conflict literature, PR 
practitioners which are highly involved and empow-
ered to play the role of “ethical conscience” (Bowen, 
2008, p. 290) as well as performing the role of “eth-
ics counsel to the dominant coalition” (p. 290) in the 
“best of interests of both their organizations and their 
publics” (p. 290), is more likely influence the practice 
of ethical elocution in crisis communication. The con-
tingency theory, which characterized the PR access to 
dominant coalition as a predisposing factor (Cameron 
et al., 2008), may not have given justice to the critical 
role PR plays.
Role of dominant coalition
According to CSR literature the dominant coalition of 
the organization was a crucial driver as it had the most 
control over an organization’s strategies and actions. 
The contingency theory characterized the role of 
the management as a predisposing factor (Cameron 
et al., 2008). Related contingency studies found similar 
insights. Shin, Park, and Cameron (2006) found that 
the involvement of the dominant coalition played 
a  dominant role in defining the release of negative 
information and in the handling of conflict situations. 
Crandall et al. (2010) argued that the dominant 
 coalition is instrumental in establishing an “ethical 
environment” (p. 200) within the organization and 
should be highly involved during crisis (Pang, 2006).
Exposure of organizational business and to 
diversity of cultures
According to CSR literature, organizations that have 
global operations, particularly the MNCs, tended to 
support and report their CSR activities regularly. The 
contingency theory characterized this as a predispos-
ing factor and termed it business exposure (Cameron 
et al., 2008). Corollary to the above factor, the CSR 
literature also found that exposure to diverse soci-
etal culture impacts how organizations adapt their 
CSR programs to meet specific needs in different 
contextual settings. The contingency theory charac-
terized such context as the general political/social 
1998, p. 50). Notably, these factors explain movement 
either way along the continuum.
Need to identify a new set of ethical variables
In a subsequent test of the theory, Cameron et 
al. (2001) found that there were occasions when 
accommodation was not possible at all, due to moral, 
legal, and regulatory reasons. These were labeled 
proscriptive variables. Six were identified: (1) When 
there was moral conviction that an accommodative 
or dialogic stance towards a public may be inherently 
unethical; (2) when there was a need to maintain 
moral neutrality in the face of contending publics; 
(3) when legal constraints curtailed accommodation; 
(4) when there were regulatory restraints; (5) when 
senior management prohibited an accommodative 
stance; and lastly, (6) when the issue became a 
jurisdictional concern within the organization and 
resolution of the issue took on a constrained and 
complex process of negotiation. The proscriptive 
variables “did not necessarily drive increased or 
extreme advocacy, but did preclude compromise or 
even communication with a given public” (p. 253), 
argued Cameron et al. (2001).
The proscriptive variables remain the only 
guidance offered by the contingency theory to explain 
why an organization cannot communicate or move 
towards more accommodative stance with a morally 
repugnant public. For instance, when the issue violates 
the individual’s moral conviction or the organization’s 
fundamental principles, the organization may choose 
not to address it. However, given the exigency and 
dynamism of a crisis, non-communicating may not 
be an alternative offered to organizations. It is thus 
critical to go beyond the proscriptive variables to 
identify a set of variables that address specifically 
what factors influence stance movement in ethical 
elocution during crises.
Ethical variables in the contingency theory of 
strategic conflict management
Pang et al. (2010c) identified six factors after review-
ing the conflict and CSR literature, which they termed 
as ethical variables.
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workers because it was the morally right thing to do 
(Ulmer, 2001). Therefore, differentiating the nature of 
crisis according to its urgency, severity and perceived 
morality is important. The contingency theory does 
not specifically address this and its consideration is 
subsumed under urgency of situation as a situational 
variable.
Activism
Activism, particularly by NGOs, could influence 
the level of CSR engagements by organizations. 
Conceivably, activists have varying levels of influence 
on different issues in different societies. For instance, 
environmentalist group Sierra Club whose members 
were vegetarians certainly had much manifest influence 
in determining ranching issues in Montana (Cameron, 
1999) than, for instance, the Society for the Prevention 
of Cruelty towards Animals (SPCA) in Singapore. 
The contingency theory did not address activism 
specifically and subsumed it under external threats.
Ethical elocution in conflict positioning
The six ethical variables identified by Pang et al. 
(2010c) is an extension of the contingency theory of 
conflict management which attempts to understand 
how ethical elocution can take place between the 
organization and its diverse publics in a crisis. The 
authors suggest three ways ethical variables can con-
tribute to the discussion of one’s conflict positioning.
First, it is possible to manage organization-
public conflict through ethical communication and 
appropriate conflict positioning. An organization 
should always strive to communicate with its publics 
whenever possible, but that does not necessarily 
always mean having to accommodate all the time. With 
an understanding of the issue, practitioners should 
assess the moral conflict as a threat according to the 
situational demands and organizational resource to 
handle the conflict, taking into account as if there 
is any ethical room to accommodate or to negotiate 
(and at what level) with the opponent. In addition, the 
understanding of the terms such as accommodation 
and advocacy should not be termed too rigidly. For 
example, the gesture of listening to all aspects of 
 environment/external culture that the organization 
operates in (Cameron et al., 2008).
In addition, greater exposure to the global 
environment can leave the organization vulnerable to 
formidable “ethical boulders” (Crandall et al., 2010, p. 
199). In their study of how MNCs managed conflicts in 
South Korea, Choi and Cameron (2005) found that these 
organizations tended to adopt more accommodative 
stances because they were fearful of the South Korean 
media and the local culture. Organizations could 
move towards more accommodation when “an issue is 
related to national sentiment” (p. 185).
Government influence and intervention
Governments can also play a pervasive role 
in encouraging and regulating CSR activities 
through implementation of CSR-friendly policies, 
establishment of CSR-focused institutions and by 
enacting laws to ensure organizations observe and 
practice minimum levels of engagement with the 
community. Despite the importance of the government, 
it is not a factor in the contingency theory and is often 
subsumed under the characteristics of the external 
public. Previous studies (Pang, Jin, & Cameron, 2004; 
Pang, 2006; Jin et al., 2007) found that even if the 
organization may have adopted a less accommodative 
stance initially, the government, by virtue of its 
moral, legal and regulatory prerogatives, can sway 
the organization to move towards accommodation. 
For instance, Lee, Lee & Pang (2009) found that 
swift government intervention exerted pressure on 
executives of an NGO (National Kidney Foundation) 
to back down from their advocacy stance. Pang (2006) 
also elaborated the facilitating role the Singapore 
government played in dealing with two air crashes 
in 1997 and 2000 even though it involved the aircraft 
belonged to a commercial entity, Singapore Airlines.
Nature of crisis
Conflicts regarding moral issues present the greatest 
challenge in ethical elocution during crises for 
organizations. For instance, when a factory fire wiped 
out the economy in Lawrence, Massachusetts just 
before Christmas, the CEO to continued paying the 
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RQ5: What is the impact of other factors – 
namely the organization’s exposure to busi-
ness, organization’s diversity of cultures, 
government intervention, nature of crisis, 
and activism – on the organization’s stance 
in ethical elocution?
Method
To answer the research questions, a qualitative 
method was employed. Interviewees were drawn 
from a snowball sample of practitioners based in 
Singapore. A total of ten seasoned practitioners 
(7 female and 3 male) were recruited and interviewed, 
from 04 July 2014 to 10 April 2015. The interviewees 
must have worked as in-house practitioners with at 
least 5 years’ experience in public relations, occupy-
ing management positions with experience dealing 
with ethical issues. They are all based in Singapore 
and some have overseas experience. These inter-
viewees are considered “elite” interviews as they are 
a select group who can grant insights into how that 
group works (Bowen, 2009). Previous study that uti-
lized the “elite” interviews sampling had found rigor 
(Pang et al., 2016).
For interviews, a semi-structured interview 
structure was adopted, to explore the veracity of the 
factors and how they impact practice. The  interview 
guide explored 29 questions with additional 
probes related to the research questions. Themes 
were identified, categorized, and analyzed to test 
if the factors identified do indeed influence the 
adoption of stances.
Each interview was audiotaped, and recordings 
were transcribed verbatim with permission from 
the interviewees. Interview analysis occurred during 
and after data collection. Throughout the process, all 
researchers in the team shared observer comments 
and memos with the research team. Observer 
comments were added to the notes to include 
reflexivity, observations of themes, weaknesses in 
the process, and suggestions for modifying future 
interviews. Notes were also taken at the conclusion 
of each interview to record emerging themes or 
points for follow-up in future interviews (Rubin & 
Rubin, 2012). Researchers systematically analyzed 
the other party’s issue arguments can be a stance of 
accommodation. On the other hand, practitioners 
should communicate to reflect authentically the 
organization’s moral standard and beliefs.
Second, practitioners should recommend 
that the organization not only take different 
stances toward different publics but also toward 
the different ethical levels of the conflict issue. 
An organization could take an advocating stance 
on the core of a moral issue and prohibit further 
communication on a given issue aspect, but in the 
meanwhile it could be open for further discussion 
on possible  accommodation on other aspects of the 
issue under conflict.
Third, in ethical communication with the 
opponent public, the organization should 
strategically position itself in appropriate level of 
emotional engagement and, if possible, facilitate the 
conflict coping process of the other party. Research 
showed that the level of emotional engagement with 
the story of the other side affected “the capacity to 
hear it, especially when it conflicted deeply with an 
alternative existing story they held” (Fisher-Yoshida 
& Wasserman, 2006; p. 577). By providing a forum for 
both parties to cope with conflict stress via emotional 
venting and emotional support, the organization 
might pave smoother way for future communication 
competitive advantage while cultivating a less hostile 
external environment.
Therefore, the following five research questions 
were proposed:
RQ1: What constitutes ethical communica-
tion during crisis?
RQ2: How are ethics in crisis communica-
tion perceived and defined by interviewed 
practitioners in Singapore?
RQ3: What is the role of public relations 
practitioner as the “moral conscience” 
(Bowen, 2008) of the organization in 
guiding/directing the organization towards 
considering ethics when communicating 
with publics during crisis?
RQ4: What are the relative influences of the 
public relations practitioner vis-à-vis the top 
management in determining how to position 
the organization ethically when communi-
cating during crisis?
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that would greatly affect how stakeholders perceive 
the quality of their offering. Therefore, ethical com-
munication is perceived to be crucial to the running 
of business itself. Other practitioners argue that the 
long-term implications of ethical communication 
affect important assets of the organization. As one 
practitioner pointed out,
We always have to think about the com-
pany’s reputation and to us, reputation is 
long term and sustainable. We are not here 
for the short, but long haul. So if you think 
about the company’s business continuity 
and the business sustainability, being ethi-
cal will play a big part in the communica-
tion. Be it crisis or peacetime, a company 
spokesperson must always have the compa-
ny’s interests at heart and the best way is 
always to be truthful.
In terms of the challenges practitioners face in 
ethical communication, they identified the following: 
(1) deciding “how much to say”, what information 
is “relevant” and “necessary”; (2) whether what 
is communicated cause “damage to the brand” or 
“reputation erosion”; (3) lack of “reliable information” 
at that point of time in the crisis; (4) the greater 
implications of communicating such information, 
such as “legal implications” or if it involves other 
institutions or bodies such as the government; (5) 
“cultural sensitivities” and differences in business 
practices. Notably, point 4 and 5 alludes to part of 
the ethical variables under examination in this study, 
namely government intervention and organization 
diversity of cultures and exposure to businesses 
respectively.
Other practitioners suggest how much to com-
municate is guided by “the context of the case” such as 
the “levels of crisis and stages where information may 
or may not come in.” This alludes to the ethical var-
iable of the “nature of crisis” being examined in this 
study. Practitioners have to “balance the line of being 
totally transparent and upholding the reputation of 
the organization.” One practitioner argued that while 
they may not necessarily tell all the facts, they would 
be truthful in their communication. A practitioner 
echoed this,
transcripts through Miles and Huberman’s (1994) 
data analysis procedures: data reduction, data display, 
and conclusion drawing/verification.
Findings
RQ1: What constitutes ethical communica-
tion during crisis?
Generally, practitioners are in agreement that ethi-
cal communication is an important criterion of best 
communication practices. This is especially pertinent 
when it comes to crisis communication because it is 
difficult to manage a crisis “without the backdrop of 
thinking about what is right and what is wrong to do 
essentially for your stakeholders”. Some practition-
ers raised that “it is not just important, it is the busi-
ness itself” and “a way that business is run on a daily 
principle”. Ethical communication should be part of 
one’s “business principles and code of conduct” which 
everyone in the organization should be aware about. 
More importantly, communicating ethically is espe-
cially important today because of how easy stakehold-
ers can get and share information in today’s media 
landscape. Practitioners should strive to embrace 
transparency and be as truthful as they possibly could 
with existing information they have at that point of 
time. As one practitioner articulated,
My past practice has always been that you 
need to be factual and truthful. If you were to 
lie then you will likely be found out because 
there are many sources of information. All 
said, a lot of practitioners do not mean to 
lie, their information may be inaccurate 
and that can be construed as lies because 
when they are found out with more accurate 
information, then the practitioner is seen to 
be lying, which is not intentional in that sense.
In terms of why organizations should communi-
cate ethically during a crisis, most practitioners argue 
that the reputation and credibility of the organiza-
tion is at stake when organizations are found to be 
communicating without ethical considerations. One 
practitioner from the healthcare industry argued that 
ethics is a “fundamental consideration in the kind of 
work they do” and thus if organizations were found 
to be unethical in their communication practices, 
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is no negotiation on that part. It will come 
back and bite you if you communicate  
dishonestly.
The second feature of ethical communication 
stressed by the practitioners is the principle of “trans-
parency” and “openness” in communication. Organi-
zations should not hide information especially if such 
information is important to their stakeholders. Prac-
titioners suggest that in a crisis, organizations need to 
be “upfront” with what they know about the situation 
and also what they are doing to remedy the situation. 
One practitioner shared that even when information 
is limited, the organization should still be transparent 
about the crisis situation,
We might not have all the information, 
which is the challenge for most operational 
companies, if the system is down, you might 
not have the full picture of what happened. 
But at least you must be out there very trans-
parently, to say that and acknowledge that 
this has happened, so that people will know 
that you are on top of the situation and that 
you are doing something about it.
Thirdly, practitioners also endorsed the princi-
ple of “timeliness” and “promptness” in communica-
tion as another principle of ethical communication. 
Practitioners observed that in today’s communication 
landscape, stakeholders are critical about how fast 
you communicate. Even though organizations may be 
very transparent and truthful, “people will think you 
are not ethical in your communication with the lax of 
time”. However, other practitioners stressed that while 
being “timely” is important, it is more important to 
ensure the information communicated is accurate 
and reliable. The “quality of information”, how credi-
ble it is, whether they are based on facts and whether 
it has been verified by the organization takes a bigger 
priority in terms of ethical communication.
There are instance when there are deaths 
involved and we have to be very careful 
we get our facts right before we release 
it. So we’ve been accused of giving it out 
late. But the media may have difficulty 
in understanding that before we put out 
the press release, we make a great deal of 
effort in verifying the data. It is extremely 
If I use the analogy of a patient dying on 
the operation table, we would then say, yes 
we are responsible, we caused the patient’s 
death, it was our own incompetence but we 
may not necessarily go into a blow by blow 
account on how the surgeon stuffed up … 
And why is it then we don’t do it because we 
think maybe it is not always relevant and it 
is not always necessary. If I were to be hon-
est enough, I would also say that it is also 
enough, isn’t it? To say that we are at fault, 
it is already embarrassing and humiliating 
enough, we don’t really need to haul our-
selves over the coals any further.
Practitioners go further to share their thoughts 
on how organizations can overcome these identified 
challenges. To understand the greater implications of 
ethical communication, practitioners suggest that you 
have to “seek feedback from a wide spectrum of people.” 
Some examples include the senior management, the 
legal department, the government or related governing 
agencies. Therefore, aside from direct intervention, 
government or authorities can present indirect 
influence or pressure on ethical elocution of the 
organization. More importantly, practitioners stress 
that even during peace time, organizations should 
strive to uphold ethical standards and communications. 
Internally, it facilitates the consideration of ethical 
communication during a crisis and externally, it builds 
trust and credibility with your stakeholder groups.
RQ2: How are ethics in crisis communication 
perceived and defined by interviewed practi-
tioners in Singapore?
When asked how organizations should communicate 
ethically during a crisis, practitioners emphasized sev-
eral features of ethical communication that were uni-
versal to the interest of stakeholders across industries. 
The first feature of ethical communication is the prin-
ciple of “truthfulness”, “honesty” and “accuracy”. Practi-
tioners stressed that communication “have to stick with 
the facts and tell the truth”, that organizations “never 
hide from owning up to the truth” and if necessary “take 
our punishment”. As one practitioner summarized,
I think honesty is without a doubt, you  
cannot communicate dishonestly. There 
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conscience” of the organization. Practitioners argue 
that they should hold “very high standards” and at 
the same time “understand the norms of the society” 
and make sure they how an organization behaves is 
found to be above the board in that regard. This is 
because the nature of public relations is to understand 
the expectations of their various stakeholders and 
therefore, often practitioners are called to act as the 
“devils’ advocate” in terms of ensuring the ethical 
standards of the organization. One practitioner 
describes how the PR department plays such a role,
We ask questions and by questioning, that 
becomes a moral conscience. We are not 
there to say that we are wrong, we made a 
wrong ethical decision. But I think the ques-
tioning stance … necessitates a very natural 
behaviour where if it is solutions oriented, 
then we necessarily have to ask all the ques-
tions that we can ask with regard to com-
munication. And we keep asking if we don’t 
have the answers.
With regards to the role that PR practitioners 
play in guiding the organization towards considering 
ethics during crises, most practitioners agree 
that the communications team leads all forms of 
communication during crises. They are involved in 
“investigating the crisis matter”, ascertaining facts 
such as “where it happened, what happened, how 
serious is the situation”. Another practitioner raised 
that organizations are getting increasingly savvy these 
days and see the importance of communications and 
the media. One practitioner describes his involvement 
in his organization,
When the idea is being talked about, I think 
of all the heads sitting at the table, the 
communication manager needs to be there 
right from genesis. A good communica-
tions person isn’t there to just say whether 
something is hot and newsworthy or not. 
That person needs to be able to say if we 
are doing this ethically and are we doing 
this in the best interest of our consumer? 
How does this promote the interest of out 
company brand and image? How does this 
ensure that our employees go home, feeling 
good about the fact that they are members 
of the company.
important you don’t just say someone died. 
You said someone died for what reason … 
investigation could take hours so sometimes 
there are limitations to what you can say. For 
us … it is extremely important that whatever 
we say is trustworthy and credible.
Lastly, the practitioners endorsed the principle 
of “clarity” in ethical communication. Information 
should be comprehensible and given “as simply as 
you can” so it does not cause confusion when it 
reaches the audiences. This is especially pertinent 
with regards to technical content in some industries 
and organizations would have to work to break down 
these information. As one practitioner highlighted,
The problem we face is, how do we make 
very difficult technical information simple, 
so I think it’s the simplicity of communica-
tion that is a very important factor in ethical 
communication because there’s no point say-
ing something that people don’t understand.
When asked how they would define ethical com-
munication during a crisis, practitioners stressed 
the above-mentioned principles of (1) truthfulness, 
(2) transparency, (3) timeliness and (4) clarity. One 
practitioner proposed this axiom, “truth well told”, to 
underline that while organizations should under no 
circumstances be untruthful, what they communicate 
depends on the context and the situation of the crisis. 
As one practitioner describes,
Helpful is a key word here, I think communi-
cation must come across as helpful because 
… helpful information that will help people 
understand the circumstances surrounding 
the death, so that they have the information 
and the knowledge to understand why it 
happens.
RQ3: What is the role of public relations 
practitioner as the “moral conscience” 
(Bowen, 2008) of the organization in guiding/
directing the organization towards consider-
ing ethics when communicating with publics 
during crisis?
The general consensus among the practitioners is that 
public relations practitioners should act as the “moral 
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in discussing the “repercussions, various scenarios as 
well as playing the influencer and negotiator roles.” 
Therefore, the role of the communication persons 
permeates the organization at “the conceptual, 
operational and executional stage” as organizations 
leaders are increasingly aware of the importance of the 
PR perspective. As one practitioner expressed,
[the organization leaders are] very very 
respectful of our craft … the leaders 
will always consult the corporate 
communications department … as an expert 
in corporate communications … They will 
ask “what you think? Is this the right way 
of doing? How can we best communicate in 
dealing with this situation?” We don’t make 
that decision but they will get our inputs to 
make the decision.
The above discussion leads to examining influ-
ence of PR practitioners in contributing to the eventual 
decision that the organization takes. Not surprisingly, 
the answer to this is situational depending on both the 
type of organization, the value of the PR coalition in 
the organization and also the type of crisis. However, 
most practitioners in the corporate sector empha-
sized the role of the legal department in their com-
munication decisions. As one practitioner described,
I think legal is the biggest problem, I mean in 
a crisis situation when we call together what 
we call a crisis committee to make decisions 
on crisis related matters, what happens is 
that, we have found the increasing need to 
include the legal person in this committee … 
yet it poses as a challenge to us, because it 
seems that when the communications team 
want to say certain things, a lot of times 
the legal department are very conservative 
about it.
Therefore, practitioners are in agreement that or-
ganization decisions are a very “consultative process” 
but with the many coalitions within the organization 
beyond the influence of the PR practitioner. PR practi-
tioners are seen to be influential but much less limited 
when compared with the influence of the dominant 
coalition. Ultimately, the communication decision is 
made “collectively” and the extent of influence of the 
RQ4: What are the relative influences of the 
public relations practitioner vis-à-vis the top 
management in determining how to position 
the organization ethically when communicat-
ing during crisis?
In terms of the role of top management, most 
 practitioners agree that the top management plays a 
crucial role in ensuring that the organization commu-
nicates ethically. A few practitioners stated that the 
top management “sets the tone” for the company and 
its employees and should “lead by example during a 
crisis”. This is because the top management ultimate-
ly is the ones responsible for the entire organization. 
One practitioner described the extent the top man-
agement can influence the organization,
It is going to come down to a genuine com-
mitment and belief on the part of the num-
ber one person of the company to ethics and 
making it his personal mission to ensure and 
recruit people who share the same principle 
and values, to make sure that these princi-
ples and values are then disseminated as cor-
porate values.
When asked whether the PR practitioner is 
considered part of top management, there is no 
general consensus among the practitioners. Most 
state that it depends on the organization culture, how 
big the organization is, the type of business and also 
whether the organization sees importance in public 
relations and crisis communication. However, like one 
practitioner pointed out, if you consider the question 
from the perspective of “the effectiveness, value and 
contributions of this function to a company’s business”, 
most top managers in organizations places great 
importance in the advice from the PR practitioners.
Regarding how organization leaders view PR 
practitioners, practitioners are quite optimistic of their 
involvement in the decisions of the organization. Most 
practitioners are also in agreement that organizations 
leaders do consult them with a lot of things 
regarding “branding”, “media replies”, “stakeholder 
communication” and “social media messages”. 
Another practitioner argue that when communicating 
with their stakeholders, they play an influential role 
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there were a lot of other people who were 
very silent – other European families who 
didn’t say anything. It’s not wrong, but that 
is perhaps, how the Chinese operate in their 
own country, ethically and culturally. Is that 
wrong? I can’t comment. What is useful in 
Europe may not be practical in China or Sri 
Lanka because of different cultural nuances 
and degree of acceptance.
Government influence was also a significant fac-
tor especially for practitioners working in the public 
sector. The government could exert its influence in 
two levels. The first level is by clear “industry regula-
tions” and even “laws” towards communication such 
as those that govern truthfulness and accuracy. Such 
restrictions are non-negotiable and organizations can 
be “punish” if they are found out of line. The second 
level are in terms of values that are encouraged by 
the government, such as “being transparent” which 
are not actively policed by the government but exert 
certain amount of influence in the way organizations 
communicate. A practitioner shared an example of 
how the government could influence an organization’s 
communication stance,
This is in  Australia, when we handle any 
crisis events. The example is more of an 
operation crisis whereby there is a crash, a 
runway excursion. In the Australia context, 
you cannot almost cannot release anything 
in terms of records of the flights, in terms 
of how old the flight is, you cannot release 
anything. What you can do as a company is 
only to acknowledge that it has happened. 
Because the Australia government is a huge 
influence in this.
Practitioners agreed that the nature of a crisis 
has an impact on the way organizations communicate 
ethically. Firstly, practitioners argue that regardless of 
the nature of the crisis, organizations have to commu-
nicate ethically. However the “situational factors” in a 
crisis could enhance the need for certain principles of 
crisis communication, such as “timeliness” or “empa-
thy”. Crisis, which involves “human lives and environ-
mental concerns”, are two key issues that exacerbates 
the need for ethical communication. A practitioner 
shares his insight,
PR practitioner depends on both organizational and 
crisis factors.
RQ5: What are the impacts of other factors 
on the organization’s stance in ethical elocu-
tion?
With regards to the impact of the organization’s 
exposure to global business, practitioners generally 
felt that because all business does not operate in 
isolation or without competition, the challenge is for 
the organization to ensure their communication is 
above the board across these business environments. 
For instance, a practitioner in the aviation industry 
shared her insight,
I think we’ve also seen that it’s starting to get 
very challenging in China, in Korea. Where 
they have specific laws … that really affects 
ethical communication. So what we’re done 
is that, this is a little bit extra, of course. 
What we’re done is that, instead of waiting 
for the crisis to happen in this certain area 
and then try to comply, what we try to do is 
we pick up the most challenging law, which 
is the USA laws and then we try to  inte-
grate all these into our current communica-
tion plans so that regardless of the location 
which the crisis occur we try to pull out this 
plan to make sure we comply to everything.
In terms of the organization’s diversity to different 
cultures, most practitioners agreed that it is influential 
in ethical communication. For practitioners based 
in Singapore, mostly is keenly aware of the cultural 
sensitivities in the country. For instance a practitioner 
shared that “you cannot be shaking hands with a female 
Muslim.” Another shared that “you cannot write a 
letter in red to the Japanese.” Especially in terms of 
crisis communication, organizations need to be aware 
of the different cultural nuances that could affect how 
their stakeholders respond to their communication. A 
practitioner shared an example of this,
If you look at how people manage crises in 
China and Malaysia. I am commenting about 
the MH370 case because it is all in the papers. 
The sources in the papers were all saying 
how the Chinese families of those affected 
were using a lot of pressure. I noticed that 
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Discussion
Defining ethical crisis communication
Practitioners interviewed for this study has defined 
ethical crisis communication around principles 
of truthfulness, transparency, timeliness and 
clarity. While all organizational communication 
should adhere to these principles, how much you 
communicate depends on other situational factors. 
Practitioners also stress that organizations should 
always be mindful of their stakeholders concerns and 
perspective regarding the crisis issue and respond 
appropriately.
Notwithstanding crisis communication, organi-
zations are implored to display ethical communication 
even during peacetime as the perception of credibility 
and consistency is very important to the organization. 
Developing a culture of ethics that permeates the or-
ganizations makes the consideration of ethical crisis 
communicate much more straightforward and con-
sistent with the values of the organization.
“It depends” was often mentioned to emphasize 
the importance of knowing the context and the nature 
of the crisis, as well as stakeholders affected. From 
contingency theory’s standpoint, identified situational 
factors include: (1) the quality of information at the 
point of time; and (2) crisis situation. Predisposing 
factor include: (1) pre-crisis reputation and credibility; 
(2) the organizational culture; (3) support from top 
management and (4) support from legal counsel.
How practitioners gain PR influence in ethi-
cal crisis communication
Organization’s top management increasingly values 
the PR practitioner’s role and most practitioners pro-
fess to play the role as “the moral conscience of the 
organization” beyond their communication function. 
In line with the Singaporean patriarchal management 
structure, the top management still heavily mandates 
ethical elocution. However, an ethical organization 
would always heed the advice from PR practitioners as 
they echo the views of the organization’s stakeholders 
and the society at large.
Human lives are important. So if there is any 
threat to human life, then I would consider 
that a crisis. So deaths, pandemics are cri-
ses…. I can’t remember the actual case but 
it is something like this: the reporter asked 
the CEO, “Has the oil spill affected your 
company … The CEO said, “Our stock pric-
es have not been affected.” So what is CEO 
telling you? Obviously, the guiding princi-
ples were wrong... As a good practitioner, 
the first thing you should say is that … at this 
moment, we will look at the importance of 
lives. We will make every effort to save lives. 
It doesn’t matter how much it costs.
Lastly, in terms of activism of stakeholders, 
practitioners argue that you first need to understand 
which are pertinent issues that need to be addressed, 
whether it really is “activism” or “acts of aberrations”. 
One practitioner suggests that activism is about “the 
current society’s stance”. Environmental concern 
is one example given that is driven by activism. 
Another example discussed by some practitioners 
is the “activism” that surfaces on social media sites 
especially for businesses that deal with consumer 
goods and services. A practitioner explained how they 
deal with such a situation,
For us we use to say that when there is a 
crisis we put up this template press release, 
press statement. But right now, our  policy 
is that, it seems that the fastest way to say 
something, to look as if you are a good 
communicator and you’re being ethical 
and you’re being transparent is to say it 
on facebook. So I think one of the first big 
monster we have to tackle in the event of a 
crisis is really Facebook and that is primarily 
because of the kind of target audience we 
have there.
Other factors mentioned include: (1) legal counsel, 
as it is often engaged in the “three-way dialogue 
between communications and top management”; 
(2) Resources, or whether the organization is “well-
equipped” to handle such ethical communication; 
(3) societal, religious or political influences, which 
drives certain concerns more strongly than others.
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and “punishable” if the organization is found to 
be censurable. Their influence is so strong; most 
organizations choose to err on the side of caution 
when it comes to meeting these industrial guidelines 
in ethical elocution. Therefore, the role of the 
government is two-folds. First it can predispose certain 
ethical decisions based on the different regulations and 
guidelines of the host government which organizations 
have to adhere to. Second, it can exert pressure through 
intervention during the crisis, therefore moving the 
organization stance towards more accommodative 
behavior (i.e. as a situational factor).
The study also acknowledges the importance 
of the other identified ethical variables, namely, an 
organization’s exposure to business, organization’s 
diversity to different cultures, and activism of stake-
holders. An organization’s exposure to business and 
diversity to difference cultures are also seen as predis-
posing variable, which are inculcated in the commu-
nication protocols and processes of an organization. 
Depending on the type of organization and the busi-
ness environment, these variables predispose certain 
ethical decisions of the organization. Lastly, activism 
of the stakeholders, especially on social media plat-
forms, is seen as situational variable that may enhance 
the need for ethical communication on the part of the 
organization.
Other additional ethical factors identified by the 
practitioners are: the role of the legal counsel, organi-
zation resources and other societal, religious or polit-
ical spheres of influence. Organizations have to seek 
a balance between these ethical factors in enforcing a 
certain ethical and crisis stance.
Conclusion
The contingency theory of strategic conflict manage-
ment, which began as an elaboration, qualification, 
and extension of the value of symmetry propounded 
in the excellence theory, has come into its own and 
emerged as an empirically tested perspective. This 
study attempted to advance the contingency theory 
with Pang et al.’s (2010c) framework on ethical elocu-
tion by testing the explanatory powers of these eth-
ical variables for practitioners based in Singapore. It 
Although the top management ultimately has the 
final say and bear responsibility for their communi-
cation during a crisis, the PR practitioner are heavily 
counseled and influential in setting the ethical stance 
of the organization. In most organizations represent-
ed in the study, the top management is savvy enough 
to acknowledge the importance of crisis communi-
cation and appreciate the PR perspective in repre-
senting the concerns and expectations of the various 
stakeholders and their expertise in communicating 
with their publics.
Importance of ethical variables influencing 
crisis stance
According to Pang et al. (2010c), support from the top 
management, and the nature of a crisis are the most 
highly weighted ethical variables. Top management 
influence has been classified as a predisposing variable 
and nature of crisis as a situational variable, according 
to the contingency theory.
This study reinforced that the role of top 
management is integral in determining the crisis stance 
of an organization and its ethical elocution in Singapore. 
The top management has to be onboard with the ethical 
principles and values of communication proposed by 
PR practitioners. This is also in line with the patriarchal 
management style with Singapore characterized by 
clear hierarchies and chain of commands, which 
permeates the organization structure and culture. 
Therefore, the top management often determines 
the initial stance of both the organization’s crisis 
communication and ethical elocution.
The nature of the crisis has some influence on 
the type of crisis stance an organization takes. While 
ethical communication is essential across all crisis 
types, what constitutes as ethical communication 
depends on the crisis situation. For crises that 
involve human loss, “timeliness” and “empathy” 
are key criterions for ethical elocution. However in 
Singapore, government influence and/or intervention 
is weighted more significant as an ethical variable than 
the nature of crisis. Government can restrict certain 
forms of communication through strict regulations 
imposed on the industry which are “non-negotiable” 
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□  Representation in the Dominant Coalition
□   Experience level of PR practitioners in dealing 
with crisis
□   General communication competency of 
department
□  Autonomy of department
□   Physical placement of department in building 
(near CEO and other decision makers or not)
□  Staff trained in research methods
□   Amount of funding available for dealing with 
external publics
□   Amount of time allowed to use dealing with 
external publics
□   Gender: percentage of female upper-level 
staff/managers
□   Potential of department to practice various 
models of public relations
Characteristics of Dominant Coalition (top manage-
ment)
□   Political values: Conservative or liberal/open 
or closed to change
□  Management style: Domineering or laid-back
□  General altruism level
□  Support and understanding of PR
□  Frequency of external contact with publics
□   Departmental perception of the organization’s 
external environment
□   Calculation of potential rewards or losses 
using different strategies with external publics
□   Degree of line manager involvement in exter-
na l affairs
Internal threats (How much is at stake in the situation)
□   Economic loss or gain from implementing 
various stances
□   Marring of employees’ or stockholder’s per-
ception of the company
□   Marring of the personal reputations of the 
company decision makers
Individual characteristics (public relations practitioners, 
domestic coalition, and line managers)
□   Training in diplomacy, marketing, journalism, 
engineering, etc.
□  Personal ethics
□  Tolerance or ability to deal with uncertainty
□    Whether representatives of the public know 
or like representatives of the organization
□   Whether representatives of the organization 
know or like representatives from the public
□   Public’s willingness to dilute its cause/request/
claim
□  Moves and countermoves
□  Relative power of organization
□  Relative power of public
Issue under question
□  Size
□  Stake
□  Complexity
Internal variables
Organization characteristics
□  Open or closed culture
□   Dispersed widely geographically or centralized
□   Level of technology the organization uses to 
produce its product or service
□   Homogeneity or heterogeneity of officials in-
volved
□  Age of the organization/value placed on tradition
□   Speed of growth in the knowledge level the or-
ganization uses
□  Economic stability of the organization
□   Existence or non-existence of issues manage-
ment officials or program
□  Organization’s past experiences with the public
□  Distribution of decision making power
□   Formalization: number of roles or codes defin-
ing and limiting the job
□  Stratification/Hierarchy of positions
□  Existence or influence of legal department
□  Business exposure
□  Corporate culture
Public Relations department characteristics
□   Number of practitioners total and number of 
college degrees
□   Type of past training: Trained in PR or ex-
journalists, marketing, etc
□   Location of PR department in hierarchy: 
Independent or under Marketing umbrella/
experiencing encroachment of marketing/
persuasive mentality
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□   How individuals receive, process and use 
information and influence
□   Familiarity with external public or its 
representative
□  Like external public or its representative
□  Gender: Female versus male
Relationship characteristics
□   Level of trust between organization and exter-
nal public
□  Dependency of parties involved
□   Ideological barriers between organization and 
public
□  Comfort level with conflict or dissonance
□  Comfort level with change
□   Ability to recognize potential and existing 
problems
□  Extent to openness to innovation
□   Extent to which individual can grasp other’s 
worldview
□  Personality: Dogmatic, authoritarian
□  Communication competency
□   Cognitive complexity: Ability to handle com-
plex problems
□  Predisposition toward negotiations
□  Predisposition toward altruism
